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ABSTRACT 
&KLOGUHQ¶VSOD\LVLPSRUWDQWIRULQGLYLGXDOFKildren and for society as a whole and this paper 
discusses some of the issues concerning the spaces that children might play in, in the 
external urban environment.  First the paper seeks to briefly remind the reader about the 
importance of play, both for individual children and society as a whole.  Second it discusses 
the types of spaces - playgrounds ± which society currently usually provides for children to 
play in, in the outdoor environment in England.  The paper then addresses some of the 
places that children like to play in, drawing upon evidence from research.  This is followed 
by a discussion of some policies which can provide opportunities for children to experience 
different spaces for playing and experiencing the external environment.  Finally there is a 
short reflection as to whether society will be able to use the opportunities these policies 
currently provide and thus provide spaces for play with a different character than we have 
been providing for the last 50 years. 
Keywords: Social impact, Town and country planning, Recreational facilities 
Where do the children play? Relationships between policies, places and practice. 
µWell you roll on roads, over fresh green grass, for your lorry loads, pumping petrol gas, 
and you make them long and you make them tough, 
but WKH\MXVWJRRQDQGRQDQGLWVHHPVWKDW\RXFDQ¶WJHWRII 
2K,NQRZZH¶YHFRPHDORQJZD\ZH¶UHFKDQJLQJGD\WRGD\EXWWHOOPH 
Where do the children play?¶ 1 
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INTRODUCTION 
During the latter half of the twentieth century there was an increasing debate in England 
DERXWFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\ZKDWLWLVZKDWEHQHILWVGHULYHIURPLWZKDWKDSSHQVLIFKLOGUHQGRQRW
experience play; why it is important for society as well as individuals; and where it takes 
place 2, 3, 4, 5 .This dialogue has drawn upon a variety of research and influenced 
government policy and, through this, resulted in the allocation of a ring fenced sum of £155 
million by the managers of the Big Lottery Fund.  How this money should be spent was the 
focus of government deliberation 6.  One mechanism for supporting the distribution of this 
money is the organisation Play England whose play initiative has several aims.  One of 
these LVWRµFUHDWHLPSURYHDQGGHYHORSFKLOGUHQDQG\RXQJSHRSOH¶VIUHHORFDOSOD\VSDFHV
and opportuniWLHVWKURXJKRXW(QJODQGDFFRUGLQJWRQHHG¶ 7.  6RFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\DQG
provision for it, is very much on the agenda ± politically, financially and in practice, in 
England at the current time. 
 
It has been suggested that four elements are required to creDWHDFKLOG¶VSOD\HQYLURQPHQW
a place to play; a time to play, friends to play with and what the child actually does 8.  The 
aim of this paper is fourfold.  First it seeks to briefly remind the reader about the importance 
RIµZKDWWKHFKLOGactually doeV¶- play.  Second it will discuss the types of spaces - 
playgrounds ± which English society currently usually provides for children to play in, in the 
outdoor environment.  The paper will then address some of the places that children like to 
play in, drawing upon evidence from research.  This is followed by a discussion of some 
policies which can provide opportunities for children to experience more opportunities for 
playing and experiencing the external environment.  Finally there is a short reflection as to 
whether society will be able to use the opportunities these policies currently provide us with 
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to provide spaces for play with a different character than we have been providing for the 
last 50 years. 
 
THE IMPORTANCE OF PLAY FOR CHILDREN AND SOCIETY 
There have been many definitions of what play is 4 but for the purposes of this paper the 
definition accepted by Play England will be used, that is: µSOD\LVZKDWFKLOGUHQ and young 
people do when they follow their own ideas, in their own way and for their oZQUHDVRQV¶ 7.  
Throughout the paper the term child or children will be used and taken to mean children 
and young people up to the age of 18, as defined by the United Nations 9.  Fifteen types of 
play have been identified and are commonly being accepted and increasingly used by 
professionals.  These types are: symbolic play; rough and tumble play; socio-dramatic play; 
social play; creative play; communication play; dramatic play; deep play; exploratory play; 
fantasy play; imaginative play; locomotor play; mastery play; object play and role play 4. 
 
There is an increasing evidence base of the role that play has in the lives of children and 
the many benefits that it provides to both individuals and society as a whole.  During recent 
years a raft of research has been brought together which confirms this importance 2, 4, 5.  
These benefits can be summed up in the following statement from the Charter for 
&KLOGUHQ¶V3OD\ 10: 
 
µ3OD\LVDQHVVHQWLDOSDUWRIHYHU\FKLOG¶VOLIHDQGYLWDOWRSURFHVVHVRIKXPDQGHYHORSPHnt.  
It provides the mechanism for children to explore the world around them and the medium 
through which skills are developed and practised.  It is essential for physical, emotional and 
spiritual growth, intellectual and educational development and acquiring social and 
behavioural skills¶ 
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,QGHHGWKHEHQHILWVRISOD\DUHVXFKWKDWODFNRISOD\PD\UHVXOWLQFKLOGUHQZLWKµSRRUHU
ability in motor tasks, lower levels of physical activity, poorer ability to deal with stressful or 
traumatic situations and events, poorer ability to assess and manage risk and poorer social 
skills leading to difficulties in negotiating social situations such as dealing with conflict and 
FXOWXUDOGLIIHUHQFH¶ 4.  So play is not just about fun, although this is a very important attribute 
of it, it really is good for children. 
 
DEVELOPMENT OF 20TH CENTURY ENGLISH PLAYGROUNDS 
There was a time when children in western countries were allowed to play anywhere and 
those of us who have, or have watched, children will know from observation and anecdotes 
that children will play anywhere ± even at the breakfast table.  The seminal work of the 
Opies affirmed what people, in the main, really knew ± and I would suggest still know but do 
not always articulate within society that - µwhere children are is where they play¶ 11.  
However during the last forty or so years outdoor play provision for children in England has 
increasingly moved towards allocating very specific spaces for children to play in ± 
playgrounds.  Associated with this physical provision appears to be an expectation that they 
will play in playgrounds and nowhere else in the external environment.  This trend of 
expecting children to play only in allocated spaces, can be considered to have derived from 
two aspects of culture.  One of these is a sociological one of how we perceive children in 
society 12, 13.  The second has derived from the professional approach to the zoning of land.  
It is not clear how these two attitudes might be related to each other and this is not a focus 
for discussion here.  However, the latter of these two issues is of direct significance to this 
paper, not only because I am a Chartered Landscape Architect with an interest in this area 
but also because of the anticipated readership. 
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Various authors have discussed the move towards spaces being specifically allocated for 
children, which began towards the end of the 19th century, and which, in the main, still 
exists in western urban areas.  This has been described as WKHµLQLWLDWLRQRIWKHHUDRf 
VSHFLDOLVDWLRQ¶ 14.  In England a range of legislation, commencing with the Recreation 
*URXQGV$FWRIDOORZHGIRUWKHSURYLVLRQRIµSOD\JURXQGV¶DQGµSOD\VWUHHWV¶ 12.  
Following World War II spaces for children to play in became fewer in England as the 
bombed sites they played on were redeveloped and as vehicular traffic increased 15, 16.  The 
GHYHORSPHQWRIµAdventure Playgrounds¶ZDV inspired by Emdrup in Denmark, where the 
first Adventure Playground was opened in 1943.  µ3lay PDUNV¶ZHUHDOVRGHYHORSHG during 
this time 17. 
 
In the initial reconstruction period following World War ll, concrete was used in the design 
and construction of many playgrounds.  Then in the latter half of the 20th century most 
playgrounds across England became similar in character.  This has meant that wherever 
one is in England the playground is likely to be similar to anywhere else in the country.  
Such playgrounds usually consist of metal play equipment, surfacing and fencing.  Often 
the play equipment is all bought from one company, and not chosen for the play value it 
might provide.  Increasingly WKHVXUIDFLQJKDVFKDQJHGIURPEHLQJWDUPDFWRµVDIHU
VXUIDFLQJ¶ZKLFKFRQVLVWVRIZHWSRXU± or sometimes tiles of ± rubber.  Huge amounts of 
money are now spent on such surfacing despite research which indicates that it is 
questionable with respect to absolute risk, cost-benefit and qualitative factors 18.  These 
types of playgrounds are often put together by a play equipment company and not designed 
by landscape architects. 
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Over forty years ago playgrounds such as these, were described as, µconsisting of bleak, 
tarmac or asphalt with no shade or shelter with no where to get a drink or go to the toilet 
and surrounded by a tall fRUELGGLQJIHQFH¶14.  It was perceived that these spaces were 
µapparently built so that the child will be protected from the dangers of WKHFLW\¶ 14.  My own 
increasing concern with the design of these playgrounds has led me to coin the phrase 
µKFC¶ playgrounds.  The term KFC refers to the Kit of equipment, the Fence to keep the 
dogs out ± or the children in - and the Carpet of expensive rubber surfacing, as can be seen 
in Figure 1.  But are such playgrounds the only spaces that children want to and do play in, 
in the external urban environment? 
 
 
Figure 1:  A traditional playground using the Kit, Fence and Carpet approach 
 
WHERE DO CHILDREN PLAY IN THE EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT? 
There is evidence that children do, and want to, play in spaces in the external environment, 
other than those designated as playgrounds.  The evidence covers a period of about forty 
years.  Pioneering researchers RIWKH¶VDQG¶Vundertook groundbreaking 
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research into WKHH[SHULHQFHVRIFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\DQGH[SORUDWLRQLQGLIIHUHQWDVSHFWVRIWKH
external environment in urban areas 11, 19, 20, 21.  These academics set the basis for 
subsequent research in the latter part of the 20th century and into the 21st century.  Some of 
these earlier investigations were specific to one type of space while others studied a range 
of spaces used by the children and the µKRPHrange¶ children had for using these spaces. 
 
One way to understand where children play in the external environment is to examine the 
different types of spaces that they play in.  In order to do this it is helpful to have some sort 
of typology of spaces to structure the discussion around and for this purpose domestic, 
neighbourhood and civic urban open spaces 22 will be considered.  It is suggested that 
domestic open spaces include private gardens, community gardens, housing areas and 
allotments.  Neighbourhood open spaces include parks, playgrounds, playing fields and 
VSRUWVJURXQGVVFKRROSOD\JURXQGVVWUHHWVFLW\IDUPVDQGLQFLGHQWDORUµQDWXUDO¶JUHHQ
spaces.  Civic spaces are considered to include those open spaces relating to commercial, 
health, education, transport and recreational uses. 
 
Individual gardens 
Gardens can provide very important experiences for children, including opportunities for 
developing special meanings and memories 23.  In addition, gardens also provide 
opportunities for children to learn about the natural world around them and for play.  
Research undertaken in California and Norway revealed that adults held many 
remembrances of playing in gardens relating to interaction with the natural environment 
where they reported as having SOD\HGµXQGHUWKHEHUU\EXVK¶µXQGHUWKHELJWUHHV¶µRQWKH
VZLQJ¶DQGµLQ WKHWUHHKRXVH¶.  Others remembered more unstructured fantasy and physical 
play such as the use of flowers for people, and the building of piles of leaves to jump in 23. 
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Communal gardens and courtyards 
For some children home is associated with a communal garden or courtyard, rather than an 
individual garden.  Such courtyards may include a tree, clotheslines a sand box and a slide 
24
.  Often these spaces are not only played in by the children but also used by the adults. 
 
Spaces associated with housing areas 
An early study of play in housing areas was undertaken on 12 housing estates.  This 
revealed that play in public space took place in roads and car parks, paved areas, public 
grass and gardens, as well as in playgrounds 25.  Further research including 50,000 
observations on 15 housing estates confirmed that children were playing in spaces in public 
areas which were not designated as playgrounds.  These locations included roads and 
pavements, paved areas, grassed areas, wild areas, planted areas, access areas and 
unorthodox areas such as walls, fences and flat rooves of garages 26. 
 
The fact that play in housing areas does not only happen in designated playgrounds, where 
they do exist, but also in other spaces has been confirmed by more recent research  27.  In 
this work play was identified as taking place on roads, pavements, pedestrian and cycle 
paths and sometimes on route between different locations.  Some of these locations were 
chosen because children could spontaneously meet up with friends.  Other spaces were 
FKRVHQEHFDXVHµDVLJQLILFDQWDPRXQWRISOD\LQYROYHVPRYLQJDURXQGWKHHVWDWHHLWKHURQ
foot or by bike) for its own sake, or to call on friends 27.  This research also revealed that the 
estates which appeared to be most successful for play KDGµWUDIILFFDOPLQJVWUHHWFORVXUH
walls and driveways; grassy areas set back from the roads, a footpath network (for 
pedestrians and cycles) around and through the estate linking into the public open spaces 
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and; cul-de-VDFOD\RXWZLWKDVSLQDOIRRWSDWKQHWZRUNDQGLQIRUPDOSOD\DUHDV¶  The 
conclusion was that the provision of a variety of spaces with different opportunities, such as 
equipped play areas and sports pitches in local parks, was important for children of different 
ages. 
 
Parks 
Parks may be the most frequently visited urban open space for children¶VSOD\.  The 
importance of parks for this purpose was confirmed by research which revealed that taking 
children to play was the main social reason for adults to visit urban parks, play areas and 
green spaces 28.  This is despite the fact that in some locations adults were not satisfied 
with the play areas provided and in other locations some adults were concerned that 
playgrounds had been removed.  This research also revealed that children would like, 
µEHWWHUWKLQJVWRSOD\RQ¶and a focus group comment thatµDPRUHQDWXUDOVW\OHRISOD\LV
PLVVLQJ¶ 28.  More recently it has been identified that external spaces within neighbourhood 
areas, such as designated play areas and developed parks, provide spatial, physical and 
social opportunities for children while providing opportunities for play 29. 
 
School playgrounds 
Some people are of the opinion WKDWµFKLOGUHQGRQ¶WSOD\WKHLURZQJDPHVDQ\PRUH¶30 and 
research has revealed that such opinions are held extensively by staff in primary schools 31.  
However even recent research, let alone that from forty years ago, reveals that a wealth of 
play does take place in school playgrounds.  From an adult¶s point of view such play may 
seem to be chaotic but some have tried to understand the play by categorising it.  A recent 
categorisation is ofµSOD\ZLWKKLJKYHUEDOFRQWHQWKLJKLPDJLQDWLYHFRQWHQWKLJKSK\VLFDO
content and less structured play¶, 32.   
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Figure 2: School playgrounds can be creative and fun 
 
This is not the place to have a full discussion about the play which does take place in 
school playgrounds but to remind ourselves that school playgrounds are a daily experience 
for children at school in term time.  Thus these spaces should be designed and managed to 
facilitate play.  Many primary school playgrounds are still only composed of tarmac and little 
else and yet children still find opportunities to invent all types of play with sticks, stones, 
grass cuttings, manhole covers, holes in walls and fences, to name a few 32, 33.  Even more 
play opportunities ± not to mention educational opportunities ± are available where school 
playgrounds have been designed and managed in a manner which reflects the fact that 
some of this play is passive and that contact with nature is important for children.  
Playgrounds with the provision of seating areas and vegetation or designed in a more 
creative and imaginative manner can provide opportunities for increased social contact and 
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µOHVVVWUXFWXUHGSOD\¶ZKLFKLVDVLPSRUWDQWDVWKHVWUXFWXUHGSOD\.  Figure 2 shows a school 
playground in Germany which is creative and fun.  Over the years Learning through 
Landscapes has proposed this approach to playgrounds. 
 
Commercial spaces ± in city centres 
Many civic spaces, especially in the centre of towns and cities, were developed or initiated 
for community activities such as markets, festivals and celebrations.  However as the 20th 
century progressed many such spaces were dominated by the business sector and became 
Central Business Districts (CBD).  Within these, usually predominantly hard landscape 
areas, one of the social activities which has taken place towards the end of the 20th century 
is that of skateboarding.  This activity, mainly ± though not exclusively - undertaken by male 
teenagers is one expression of how this group of young people likes to play.  They use the 
urban fabric of these spaces in a way which is unique and sometimes controversial, 
although research has revealed that often such controversy is based on hearsay and not 
fact 34.  Skateboarders like these spaces for their play because it provides µaccessibility, 
trickability, sociability and compatability¶ 34.  For some skateboarders there seems to be a 
constant battle to be accepted as people who have a legitimate right to be using these 
µclaimed¶ spaces ± which are often not well used by other people.  Sometimes the approach 
of decision makers in cities has been to exclude skateboarders by the use of a series of 
legal, social and physical controls in different locations 35.  This is despite the fact that 
young people are increasingly acknowledged as being under provided for in urban open 
spaces 28. 
 
Linear green spaces including transport corridors 
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Transportation corridors are generally places which are not considered to be safe for 
children to play in but there are other linear civic spaces which can provide opportunities for 
play.  River and canal corridors are such spaces yet little research has been undertaken to 
investigate how children use canal and river corridors.  One piece of research into this area 
has revealed that some local children were barely aware of the existence of a river, let 
alone of the opportunities for playing in or around it.  When children were taken on a visit 
from school to a local river they enjoyed not only opportunities for educational experiences 
but also those for play including getting wet, games and throwing stones 36.  Other research 
has reveaOHGWKDWWKHXVHRIµJUHHQZD\V¶E\people, including children, is dependent not 
only on their existence but also on their design and management.  Principles which were 
identified as affecting use include visibility of others, visibility by others, choice and control, 
solitude without isolation, environmental awareness and legibility 37. 
 
32/,&,(6$1'+2:7+(<&$1)$&,/,7$7(&+,/'5(1¶63/$<,17+((;7(51$/
ENVIRONMENT 
+DYLQJDFNQRZOHGJHGWKDWPXFKRIWKHFXUUHQWSURYLVLRQIRUFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\LQWKHH[WHUQDO
environment in England has been in the form of playgrounds but that children like to play in 
a variety of spaces, not just playgrounds, how can policy help to facilitate this?  There is a 
range of current policies which could be used as channels for allowing and facilitating 
FKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\LQGLIIHUHQWVSDFHV7KHVHLQFOXGHSODQQLQJSROLF\JXLGDQFHhome zones, 
travelling to and from school, the Sure Start programme, health, housing 35 together with 
the extended schools programme, and these will now be discussed briefly. 
 
Planning Policy Guidance 17 
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Planning Policy Guidance (PPG) 17 about Open Space, Sport and Recreation was revised 
in 2002, at a similar time to the publication of the Urban Green Spaces Taskforce final 
report.  The purpose of such guidance is to provide planners, and other professionals, 
across the country with a framework within which to work.  In this revised version of PPG 
1738 a typology of spaces was defined as including: parks and gardens; natural and semi-
natural green space, including woodland: green corridors (including rivers and highways); 
outdoor sports facilities (including football and other pitches); amenity green space; 
provision for children and young people; allotments; community gardens and urban farms; 
cemeteries, disused church yards and other burial ground and civic spaces.  Although only 
one of these typologies mentions children and young people most of the other types of 
spaces cDQDFFRPPRGDWHFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\LQVRPHIRUPRUDQRWKHU.  In practice it is 
anticipated that the use of different spaces by children and young people will be identified 
as local authorities develop their green and open space strategies.  Such strategies are 
suggested as an important way forward for local authorities by both research and policy 38, 
39, 40, 41, 42
.  In such strategies the quantity, quality and accessibility of existing green and 
open spaces is being identified and this information is linked to the current and predicted 
demography of a local authority.  This enables assessments of user needs to be made and 
standards to be set.  Thus children and young people, as one group of society, should be 
identified, consulted and provided for.  This is one significant opportunity to move the 
boundaries of provision for children and young people beyond the traditional playground. 
 
Home Zones 
7KHSROLF\RIµ+RPH=RQHV¶KDVGHYHORSHGLQUHFHQW\HDUVIROORZLQJDFDPSDLJQ, of some 
years, OHGE\WKH&KLOGUHQ¶V3OD\&RXQFLODQG7UDQVSRUW  The home zone concept can 
be seen as a development of two previous approaches WRVWUHHWV)LUVWµSOD\VWUHHWV¶
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existed in England and America in the early part of the 20th century and could be closed at 
FHUWDLQWLPHVWRDOORZFKLOGUHQWRSOD\$PRUHGLUHFWLQIOXHQFHKDVEHHQWKHµZRRQHUI¶, a 
form of street devHORSPHQWSLRQHHUHGLQWKH1HWKHUODQGVLQWKH¶V7KHPDLQ
approaches to this type of street are the slowing of traffic by the use of design elements and 
shared surfaces resulting in a greater priority for people.  In 2001 the Prime Minister 
announced a £30 million challenge fund for home zones in England.  This has resulted in 
61 schemes aiming µWo provide quality of life in residential roads by making them places for 
people¶E\DFNQRZOHGJLQJWKHµEHQHILWVRIVORZWUDIILFVSHHGV¶JLYLQJµJUHDWHUSULority to 
non-PRWRULVHGXVHU¶DQGthe µXVH (of) GHVLJQWROLPLWYHKLFOHVWRYHU\VORZVSHHGV¶ 43.  
(YDOXDWLRQRIWKHVFKHPHVKDVUHYHDOHGDQLQFUHDVHLQµSOD\DQGRWKHUDFWLYLWLHV¶DVRQHRI
the main benefits of these schemes.  Many of these home zones do not appear to have 
specifically designed in elements for play but if an increase in play has been identified then 
this is a positive outcome.  Perhaps future home zone schemes might provide more 
creative design elements and vegetation which can be used for play as seen in Figure 3. 
 
 
Figure 3: Home zones can allow for play (source Tim Gill) 
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Travel to school 
Travelling to and from school is something that children do every day of the school term 
and because this is such a regular event it is an important opportunity for them to 
experience and play in the external environment.  Sadly this opportunity is one which many 
children in contemporary English society are not allowed to experience.  In 1971 80% of 
children aged 7 and 8 years old were allowed to go to school by themselves but by 1990 
this figure had reduced to only 9% 447KHJRYHUQPHQW¶V7UDQVSRUW:KLWHSDSHURI45 
VRXJKWWRµUHGXFHWKHQHHGIRUFKLOGUHQWREHGULYHQWRVFKRROE\HQFRXUDJLQJVDIHUURXWHV
for walking and cycling, giving greater SULRULW\WRSXEOLFWUDQVSRUW¶  School travel plans, safer 
routes to school and walking buses have all been identified, and in some situations, 
implemented.  So the interesting question is why is it that between 1989/1991 and 
2002/2003 the numbers of children, aged 5-10 and 11-16, both walking and cycling have 
decreased and those going by car increased? 46.  This policy seems to be struggling to 
KDYHWKHLPSDFWLWFRXOGKDYHRQFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\DQGH[SHULHQFHVRIWKHH[WHUQDO
environment.  In addition this aSSURDFKLVKDYLQJDµGRXEOHZKDPP\¶ZLWKUHVSHFWWR
FKLOGUHQ¶V health; the lack of exercise adding to the conFHUQDERXWFKLOGUHQ¶VKHDOWKZKLOH 
the exhaust from the cars adds to the pollution of the atmosphere.  How this trend can be 
reversed in urban areas is difficult to see without a multiple approach to policies, actions 
and practice relating to the use of cars, provision of public transport and the enhancement 
of streets and spaces on the routes to schools. 
 
Educational policies 
Increasingly much of chLOGUHQ¶VWLPHLVVSHQWLQHGXFDWLRQDOLQVWLWXWLRQV1RWRQO\GRWKH\JR
to school between the ages of 5 and 16 or 18 but the government is encouraging all 
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SUHVFKRROFKLOGUHQWRDWWHQG6XUH6WDUWDQG&KLOGUHQ¶V&HQWUHV  During the last 20 years or 
so after school clubs have been established in many locations around the country.  From 
April 2007 the Extended Schools programme comes on line where schools are to provide 
opportunities for children for breakfast clubs and after school clubs.  There is evidence that 
outdoor play and playtimes is very important for children in several ways.  It can help their 
concentration and educational attainment 31 while contact with nature has been shown to 
help those with Attention Deficit Disorder 47.  So in light of this increasingly institutionalised 
childhood it seems more important than ever that these educational establishments have 
outdoor spaces which are designed and managed to allow for as many types of play as 
possible.  It is also important that they are used as much as possible, whether that be for 
play times or for class times.  In the way that many playgrounds in public spaces can be 
seen as limited in their design, and therefore probably their play value, so too many of the 
spaces associated with nurseries, SurH6WDUWDQG&KLOGUHQ¶V&HQWUHVSULPDU\DQG
secondary schools have much to be desired.  These policies, along with the Building 
Schools for the Future programme, currently addressing secondary schools but in future 
years expanding to primary schools, give a unique opportunity to provide playful spaces for 
FKLOGUHQ¶VGDLO\OLYHV 
 
Housing policy 
There is currently an extensive house building and house renovation project underway 
within England, with 4 million houses being built before 2021.  Most of these new houses 
are being constructed in the south of the country in what are called the Housing Growth 
Areas.  In the north nine Housing Renewal Areas are pledged with regenerating existing 
housing stock or replacing them with new properties in order to improve the standard of the 
living accommodation.  It is clear that both of these programmes provide a significant 
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opportunity with respect to the design of the open spaces associated with them.  As has 
been shown by the literature, children like to have a variety of spaces to play in associated 
with housing and this massive programme is an opportunity to move away from the 
provision of traditional playgrounds to a variety of spaces children can enjoy. 
 
Health policies 
Underpinning all of these different physical spaces in the urban environment which children 
may or may not have access to and which may or may not be suitably designed and 
managed for them to experience is a concern about the health of children in our nation.  
This has recently been highlighted by media reports of children as young as 8 years old 
being 14 stone in weight.  Different age ranges are being affected by both physical and 
mental health issues.  On the Wirral in the north west of England it has been identified that 
there has been a statistically significant increase in the number of obese and overweight 4 
year olds in the 10 years to 1998 48.  A 50% increase in obesity in children across the 
country has been identified in the last 10 years with16% of children aged 2-15 coming into 
this category 49.  Such obesity in early life can lead to diabetes and heart problems in later 
life.  In addition it has been identified that one in ten children suffers with depression and 
mental illness 50.  Poor diet and lack of exercise have been identified as two of the main 
causes of poor physical health, while poverty and social context is often seen to impact on 
mental health.  However both physical and mental health can benefit from use of the 
outdoor environment, whether it be for physical exercise, relaxation or restoration of 
attention deficit 47.  7KXVFKLOGUHQ¶VSK\VLFDODQGPHQWDOKHDOWKFRXOG benefit from a range of 
experiences, throughout their daily, weekly and seasonal activities by use of a well 
designed and managed outdoor environment. 
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CONCLUSION 
It is somewhat daunting that statements made over forty years ago appear to still have 
much truth in them with respect to children, the context in which they are growing up in the 
western world and their play opportunities in the external environment.  Lady Allen of 
+XUWZRRG¶V 17 assertion that: 
 
µChildren and young people living in the so-called civilised countries probably enjoy better 
living conditions than ever before: good hygiene, good food, better schools and better 
housing.  But there still remains immense emotional poverty and privation.  There may be 
less direct hardship, but we are aware of more depression, more mental illness, more 
violence, more delinquency and more drug taking¶ 
 
is one which has many aspects which ring true today.  However for sRPHFKLOGUHQLQµVR-
FDOOHGFLYLOLVHGFRXQWULHV¶, some aspects of life have become worse because although there 
are opportunities for good food the current levels of childhood obesity indicate that these 
are not fully taken up, and as previously mentioned the occurrence of children with 
depression and mental illness is ten percent 50. 
 
Perhaps we would do well as a society to listen to the words of Aaron 14: 
 
µIt is thus important as a first step in the right direction honestly to admit to ourselves just 
how adversely modern urban society and suburban conditions do affect the lives of our 
children, so that we may find new answers to the problems.  We cannot turn our backs on 
the economic advantages of specialization in the large city, just as we cannot escape the 
necessity for playgrounds in such an environment.  But we can improve our playgrounds so 
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that children may derive more benefit from their play experiences within them; so that what 
they learn while playing is playgrounds will be of some use when they become adults¶ 
 
Again much of this statement rings true but it would be helpful in society today for us to 
UHSODFHWKHZRUGSOD\JURXQGVZLWKµRSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUSOD\¶µSOD\DEOHVSDFH¶RUµSOD\IXO
ODQGVFDSHV¶.  In taking this approach we may be able to acknowledge: 
 
µthe spatial claims of children, not only to improve the everyday lives of children, 
but also to enrich the city and city life¶. 51 
 
So an aim of the increasingly urbanising western and emerging Asian societies might be 
that, 
 
µPlay environments must be created 
wherever cities and towns are planned, wherever clubs or schools or hotels are built, 
wherever housing projects are developed¶ 14 
 
Reflecting on these statements of forty or so years ago might leave us feeling that nothing 
has changed with respect to the way in which we provide opportunities for children to play 
in the external environment.  In some instances this is this case.  However we have seen 
that there are a range of policies which, if implemented appropriately in practice might 
improve the current situation.  I believe that through these policies, and the expression of 
them in practice, there is an opportunity WRSURYLGHZKDWPLJKWEHFDOOHGµRSSRUWXQLWLHVIRU
SOD\¶ 28µSOD\DEOHVSDFH¶ 52 RUZKDW,KDYHVWDUWHGWRFDOOµSOD\ful lanGVFDSHV¶, possibly of the 
character seen in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4: Playable space/playful landscapes can use a variety of landscape elements. 
 
There seems to be a general, though not yet proven in England, assumption, that the KFC 
approach to playgrounds does not provide for as many of the fifteen play types as playable 
space or playful landscapes might.  Thus some consideration could also be given to the 
design, management, quality and character of such spaces in the future.  Research 
elsewhere has shown that to encourage different types of play a range of design concepts 
is required: accessibility; safe challenges; diversity and clarity; graduated challenges; 
flexibility of physical elements; sensory experiences; different social experiences and 
different spatial settings 53.  Also a variety of design elements have been identified as 
important and these include opportunities for risk taking, moveable parts, sand, water and 
mud, vegetation and the use of landform 53, 54, 55.  My hope is that the planning policy 
guidance, home zones, educational policies, housing development and health concerns for 
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our children and young people will provide a framework for these design elements to be 
included in practice and provide healthier external urban environments for our children and 
young people in the future. 
Photographs 1, 2 and 4 by Helen Woolley.  Photograph 3 by Tim Gill 
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